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GIRONA'S J E W I S H  
H E R I T A G E  
IN GIRONA WAS BORN THE FIRST GROUP OF CABBALISTS IN THE 
IBERIAN PENINSULA, THE MOST DEVELOPED CENTRE OF THE 
CONTEMPLATIVE CABBALA, AUTHENTIC FOCUS OF NEW 
RELIGIOUS FORCES ACTIVE IN THE BREAST OF JUDAISM. 
oing into the old part of Girona is 
like suddenly turning a corner 
w into history.- ~ i t h o G  warning, 
the streets become narrow and steep; the 
towering walls close off the horizon and 
silence invades everything like a dense 
fog. This is the Call, the part of the city 
where the Jews lived as a stable commu- 
nity for six hundred years. Here, from 
890 to 1492, they suffered cruel episodes 
of their collective destiny, wrote im- 
portant chapters in human thought and 
left an indellible mark on the face of the 
city: what to this day is known as Giro- 
na's Jewish heritage. 
Forca street, the former urban stretch of 
the Roman Via Augusta, was the princi- 
pal artery of th- Call of Girona and the 
spindle round which the whole area was 
slowly woven. One can still see today the 
intricate network of streets and alleys, 
huddled in stony sleep at the foot of the 
soaring monuments, with slopes and 
stairs scattered through the abrupt land- 
scape. The ghostly scenery still maintains 
the spell of that remote time and allows 
us to trace the Hebrew footsteps through 
the twisting streets, the insides of houses 
and the secret gardens that lurk within 
the urban laberynth. Arches and walls 
define the space in which the Jews lived 
as in a microcosm, privileged yet at the 
same time outcasts, tolerated in times of 
peace, and viciously attacked in moments 
of fury. The district, inhabited at first by 
twenty-five families, came to have a po- 
pulation of more than three hundred and, 
according to Gershom G. Scholem, was 
home to the biggest Jewish community in 
Catalonia after that of Barcelona. From 
these grey dwellings which seem to have 
crystallized from their own humidity, the 
Jews of Girona exercised a vast influence 
and projected their learning to distant 
horizons. 
Relations between Jews and the rest of 
the population went through alternating 
periods of peace and persecution. As ri- 
valry increased, the Call gradually 
became a ghetto. The city authorities did 
not allow any of its doors or windows to 
open onto the exterior, and on severa1 
occasions it was completely isolated, with 
only one entrance. It was said that this 
was for protection and because of the ex- 
cesses committed by both sides: the Jews 
were accussed of trying to persuade or 
force the Christians to eat meat on days 
of abstinence, but it was also recorded 
that "a Christian woman of good positon 
had committed reprehensible deeds in 
the house of a Hebrew" or that "the 
Christian slave-girls, on entering the 
houses to draw water from the well, lent 
themselves to the shameless desires of 
the Jews". 
So as to be easily identifiable, the inhabi- 
tants of the Call were not allowed out of 
their district without their traditional 
costume. Under threat of heavy fines, 
they had to cover themselves with a man- 
tle and tunic and wear a hood and a red 
rodella. This was, like the yellow star 
under Nazism, the visible sign of their 
race and stigmatization. The city's by- 
laws put them on a leve1 with prostitutes 
in that they were not allowed to touch 
bread, fish or fruit in the shops or the 
market. From time to time, uncontrolled 
groups, worked up by the religious fana- 
ticism of the clergy, invaded the Call by 
surprise, broke into the houses, and 
destroyed everything in their path under 
the passive complicity of the local 
authorities. In the attack of 1391, a crowd 
stormed the Call and beheaded forty of 
its inhabitants. 
In spite of this tense climate, the Jews 
continued to have an influence on the life 
of the community. They devoted them- 
selves to commerce and handicraft and 
stood out as dealers in money and public 
securities, money-lenders and tax-collec- 
tors. Some achieved fame as doctors, but 
the glory of the community was its 
thinkers: Scholem says that "in Girona, a 
Catalan town between Barcelona and the 
Pyrenees, was born the first group of 
cabbalists in the Iberian Peninsula, the 
most developed centre of the contempla- 
tive cabbala, authentic focus of new reli- 
gious forces active in the breast of Ju- 
daism". The light which shone from the 
shadowy rooms of the Call illuminated 
the Jewish world for many years. 
When the Jews were forced to leave the 
city by the expulsion order decreed for 
the whole of Spain, perhaps the Girona 
Jews took a last look at the foot of the hill 
where they kept the ashes of their ances- 
tors. Their gravestones, blocks of stone 
of enormous size. now line the galleries 
of the archeological museum. Time has 
not erased the serene inscriptions that 
proclaim the strength and hope of a peo- 
ple beyond the confines of death. ¤ 
